Who Needs It: A Review
of Instant Art Insunt Culture
David H. Quick
Southwest Missouri State Unive rsity
Laura Chapman's book, InsUnt Art Instan t Culture; The Unspokl!n Policy
f or American Schools , Teachers College Press, New York , 1982, w.!IS difficult
to revieH. I found that while I generally agreed with what was wrItten at
the same t ime I had an uncomfortable feeling. I came to the conclusion
that Chapman dealt with the symptoms well but those symPtoms together
indicate a different disease than the one she diagnosed. This review will
be from the standpoint of the visual arts alone. it will be critical of an
important and useful bOok, and also of a profession which is more important
than it see!lls to know.
Chilpmo!.n has a bIg subject; how art is taught in the public schools,
what is wrong with that teaching , the myths about art and art teaching ,
why art is not gi ven greater support In public schools, and finally whilt
cou1l1 be done to alter the teaching of art and to ril lse public awan!ness
and support for art. If in some places this review seems about other than
What Is In the book , or wllat is not safd strongly enough, it is because of
the largenes s of the subject and because the specific contents have already
been well documented in prior reviews. ~ .•.,
., '
There are children and some serious teachers being hu rt ultimately not
because of lack of support from the outside but because of the prac t1ces,
attitudes, and ideas of those in the art professions. Chapman's is a good
and useful book, but I t does not forcefully enough recl)llmtnd a solution
which goes to the root of the problem.
Serious support f or the visual arts will not, and should not come until
the root cause of the problem , the lack: of congruence between our r~~l and
e~istlng culture and the 'visual arts,' i s acknowledged and to Some degree
lessened by those of us who are profess ionally involved 1n the arts. There
is no need for culture · wide support for the v1sual arts f n education because
they do not have cuI ture·",ide meaning or functlon as they are now often
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conceived and tau ght.

Chapman r ecognizes that current t eachi ng in th e

visua l arts does not serve a wide enough need but what she recommends wou ld
no t solve the major problem.
Chapman suggests the visual ilrts form a majo r part of a t r1ad of
subj ec t a r eas whi ch together wi tll coornunicatlon and calculation skills
stlould fol"l1 the major content of all public school curriculum, she
writes In her introduction:

Ht have cited t he arts, sci ences , and humanities (referring
t o soci a l studies) as broad field s of study which, In
addition to mathema ti cs and the practical use of language,
ought t o be requ ired In the general educa tion of a ll
students In elemenury and s econdary school."
This wou ld seem to place the visual arts on at leu t an equa l basis with
other e l emen ts in education: indeed it would to t he minds of t he IIIOdern
libera l middle clas s. Thi s Is deceptive for .... hlle the liberal middle cl as s
st111 has a modern rny thos we are now In a pos t-mode rn world. "Modern" now
re fe rs t o a period and a period style. The truth tha t a rt i s exp ressive of
.... hat is valued by Individuals and cultu r es .... as transformed in the myth of
modernism to mean tha t art i sts (and art teachers) are val ue l eaders . that
they have a unique capacity and responslbl1lty for what is good. I can ' t
he lp but f eel l aur a Chdpmlln beli eves th is herself at some level. The
art i st- te acher assumes t he role of tea ch ing .... hdt is good (for you ) or
f il te ring t he good f rom the ba d (whether it Is art or students ). This
pu t s the art ist and t he art te acher squllr'i!ly In the ro l e of identifying,
nurtur ing and elevating a narrow range of artifacts, and a fe .... people.
Everyone'S needs as Indica ted by everyone ' s des I res , cu I ture, and the
need s of functi oni ng groups are no t uniforml y conslder'i!d. Myth serv es to
justffy t he categorization a nd degradatio n of peopl e.
A IIOre useful vie .... of art is as simply something peopl e do: i t is
One of the defining human characteri stics lfke langud ge or the t humb. The
visua l arts have had and .... f11 have, a fundamenta l rol e In many aspects of
l 1fe as useful, enterta ining , lind exp reSSi ve. l i ke hngua ge, visual think ing Is value neutral to be used for good , bad, gain , f ear, seduction or
re l ease. To eleva te art t oo far lind give ft a pri or i mo ra l funct ion . to
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see it In only l judgmental me.nner Is often to d@stroy it.
An artist II\aY use art for moral purjlQ$e , socidlly or In Its own tenns,
but that should be t he art1st ' s choice.

No onus sl\ouid be put upon Choosing

not to do so just as we might choose to wrfte a note, a poem, or a memo wi th
equal morillity . The notion that all art and "good deslgn~ should serve
some purifying idea l may have been necessary In a Western culture wMeh

needeo to acconmodate to Illdustr1al1zatlon and which was becoming mass
society, It has much less justification in the plura l istiC culture of
post-modern t imes. The ar t ist and teacher who clings to the modern myth
does not fight elitism . By playing a rol e In this outdated mythos the
artist lllakes elites.
It is still often conceived that to be an artist or art teacher one
should be involved with what to valu e : to suggest otherwise or to indicate that yfsual organh:ation could be used for other functions fs sOJlehow
to be corrupt. Artists and teachers easl1y become champions for an
e~clusiyist use of t he ir craft.
The other two components of the triad - science . partly via technology.
a nd social st udies via what they teach about people and instftutiOns - are
involved in all of lffe, h'Qrl:. and le isure. They teach co ncepts and skil ls
useful to all sorts of people for all sorts of reas ons. We associate the
arts with valuing - often someone else's valuing. but not w1th something
·useful· - and relegate ft to leisure, specifically to that part of leisure
Which Is good for you but which you get over as quickly as possible so you
can get on to the real fun.
Soth the scienc es and social studies are inter connected with the basic
skills of corrrnunication and computation. They require t he use of speaking .
reading, and calCIJ1ating and they can be used as veh icles to teach speaking ,
read i ng and calculating. The visual arts as they are no.,. conce i ved do not
and can not. Again this revolves around the Idea of valuing. Math teachers
teach IMth, one does not often hear of their avoiding less able students , or
concentrating on the abstract purity of numbers the ory, much as they might
Ifke to do those things. They teach math to students who will figure their
taxes, build boInbs, or whuever. A broadly based approach to vi sual understanding would need and Involve skills as basic as reading or math. The
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I
greatest part of the elementary schools' respons i bility to the visual arts

part of education lnvolves developing visual and perceptual skills necessary
for the understanding and organi z!!ti 6n of meaningful form by whatever conceptual, illU5ionistic or symbol1c means are appropriate, and for the discovery
of meanings visually manifested. Those skills are necessary to organize
and cOnnMlnlca te great quan t1ties of infomation w1th the efonomy necessary
11'1 our world. Consider the a!\Dunt of information available 11'1 that v1sual

document, the road

~p .

Haps, charts, graphs, non-commerc1al and commercial

graphics all require vhual skills to Nke and use and all are essential to
most people 11'1 our pluralistic soc;iety. Cnl1dren need to become aware of the
subtleties of visual rhetoric i f they are to deal with the mass of inf ormation and propoganda 1n media. People need sophisticated visual skfll~
even ff they never IIlake a pot or enter a DJseum. Cha lJlllln correctly argues
for an approach to art education whfch 15 developmental , sequential and
integrated, and whfch 1nvolves professionals and sophfsticated support
materials at all levels .
Al thoug h it should also form a part of the primary program Chapman's
recommendation for inclusion of or greater emphasf$ on art appreciation
and history would have greate$t impact on the secondary l evel. She goes
so far as to suggest tnat a studio background 1s not the onl y , or even
necessarily the best preparation for the art teacher. It 15 true that the
studi o courses art educlltfon students take normally re quire grt!at amounts
of time to impart relat i vely narrow content, and ~ny studio instructor~
on the col lege level are only dim ly aware of the la rger ques t ions in art
beyo nd the i r medium and time . This proble!n is compounded for pub lic
school teachers woo have less time for a particular subject and whose
teachers are likely even less knowledgeable about art in a broad sense.
It would certainly be reasonable t o bahnce stud io projec t s with art
apprt!cia tion and his tory through which differing visual co ncepts may be
presented n'(Ire rapidly and possibly more object i vely.
To give a meaningful exposu re to art apprec i at ion the art teachers
would need a knowledge and capaci ty for objectivity which few programs in
art education now offer or foster. Many amon g those who teach studio
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courses and control progra ms In art education still beli eve that art
teachers, critics, historians, theoreticians ~nd even appli~d artists
exist in
p~r~sitical relationship to the fine arts. Future art
teachers would need exposure wh ich is broad enough and deep enough to

a

counter the Renaissance, Modern and f ine artists biases wh ich pervade
many art and art education programs. For the Renaissance myth of the
special ness of the artist and the modern one that art 1n its purity is
a vehicle to e i ther a claSSless society or for the identification of
those with refined sensibilities must be broken if we are to have public
school art pro grams that serve culture-wide and not just groups within
the culture. By progressl~ely separating thems elves from a broad cultural
base and by championing a reductiv ls t fine arts position art teachers often
find themse l ves valuing concepts of ~rt higher than people . It is not
clear that there is any distinction in the quality of feeling one has be fore a Hudson River landscape, a new van, an engraved shotgun, a lithograph of ducks coming into a pond or a Mark Rothko. I am sure that having
feelings for one of these and not another has nothing to do with the quality
of a person.
COnsider the client.

In what ways will the peopl e the public school

students become need the visual a r ts and visual skills. A few of them
will become art profeSSionals including those entering the f i elds of art
teaching, design (graphic and industrial), fine arts, connoisseurship,
archi tecture and museum work. Of this group a slMll part, those becoming
fine artists, is served best by current practice and even they would benefit
by the adoption of Chapman's recotmlendations as would most of the others.
However even t he larger group of potential ut professionals ~i ll not be
well served by art in public schools unless the modern myth is broken so
that teachers and designers do not see themselves as secondary to the nne
artist.
For a second group of art connected professionals Chapman's suggestions
are less important. This group wou l d include those who use visual skills in
their occupations. It would include among others: people in advertising
and

mark~ting,

anthropology and archeology, planners , theater people, and
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decorators. Most of these people need to understand vlsulil thln~lng from
an lInlilytic and cross cultural standpoint . It i s particuhrly important
tllat fine lIrts Mases be bro~en so that they would benefit from Chllpman's
recommendatlons, f or them to be really served much more must be done .
While t!'lese people will not be artists the understandlng they need 1n thl:!
vlsual arts is both brolld and deep .
The art amatuers - collectors, museum goers , craft oriented people,
Sunday artists - lire served by current practice so long as they ma~e
things, but not served so well 1f they mostly lDOk at th ings. Chapman's
suggest10ns would ll11prove circums tances for all these people.
If all the above three categories of cli ents for the visual arts
programs in the publ ic schools were taken together they s t ill would
represent only a fraction of those needing education in our soci ety, The
largest group that needs visual Skills end knowledge are those people who
need those skills as voters. concerned citizens, people decorating their
homes, people trying to deal with whet the JIledia fllngs et t hem , people
caught up in the conflict of images in a heterogeneous world. These
people, Just about everyone. have sOlIe use for a nd some re~$on to expect
that our public schools wl11 have a program ln the visual arts wh ich
seriously attempts to impart the basic visual skills and understandlng of
how we express thoughts 1n and understand visual symbols. If the growing
necesslty for visual expertise was known and was associated with pro9rarns
In the visual arts and if i t were met with some degree of objectivity we
could expect much more support for t he arts in the public schools.
More iJ;lporta ntly . those of us in the arts could rehumanize the visual
arts by belng more useful and more accepting.
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